CHINA:  HISTORICAL
THE   SOOTHING   BUBBLE   OF   THE   WATER-PIPE
Although tobacco was not introduced into China until the sixteenth century all classes now delight in smoking.   This old countrywoman derives  much pleasure from  her water-pipe made of copper and an alloy known as argentan Photo, B. T. Prideaux
towards the- end of the seventh century the throne was usurped by a remarkable woman, whose character has some points of likeness to that of the English Elizabeth, Despite her inordinate vanity and feminine caprices, she ruled firmly and well, and left the empire in a flourishing condition. The longest reign of the T'ang dynasty, constituting the Augustan era of Chinese history, was that of Hsuan Tsung. But his character had a strain of weakness and self-indulgence, which ultimately proved his ruin and brought
his great house within an ace of destruction.
About the middle of the eighth century, the court favourite, An Lu-shan, headed a rebellion which lasted eight years, causing widespread misery; but although the rebels captured the capital, they failed to force their way south into the rich Yang-tse valley. Civil war at home was followed, as usual, by the encroachments of border tribes. These included the Uighurs (semi-civilized Turks), the Tibetans, who annexed extensive territories in the north - west, and the aborigines farther south, who founded the state of Nan-chao, in Yun-nan. There was also continual trouble with disaffected governors, while the eunuchs, regaining control in the palace, made or unmade emperors at their will.
These and other causes led to another rebellion, even more disastrous than the first, which spread like wild-fire through the southeastern and central provinces to Ch'ang-an, which was again sacked and burnt. The dynasty reeled under this second blow, and fell soon after. Though the rebels were finally exterminated with the help of a Turkic tribe, the dismemberment of the empire was inevitable. The Chinese under the T'ang dynasty were unquestionably the most civilized and enlightened nation on the globe. While Europe was plunged in the darkness of the Middle Ages, literature and the arts in China were at their zenith, and the invention of block-printing was giving a great impetus to education and culture.
The succeeding period was one of anarchy alternating with military despotism. Five short dynasties rose and fell, but their dominion was confined to Central China, being hemmed in by barbarian tribes on the north, and ^a number of semi-independent states in the south. For the next 300 years, China was engaged in a more or less continuous struggle with hordes that
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